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Abstract

Before the occupation of Tibet by China, there was very little in the way of an education
system for lay people nor much thought of Tibetan culture and how it will be preserved. Yet, the
loss of their homeland and exile has forced both of these issues to the forefront of the Tibetan
agenda. The exile governing body, the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA), placed creating a
universal education system for Tibetans in exile as one of their primary objectives early and
through that education system the preservation of Tibetan culture and identity has taken place.

This study looks at the effects an education system which teaches culture and attempts to
preserve it as two of its stated primary objectives has on the formation of cultural identity in
students. For this, two schools were reviewed, the Upper Dharamsala Tibetan Children’s Village
(Upper TCV) represents the school in which Tibetan culture and language are instilled, and the
Sacred Heart Senior Secondary School (SHSSS), which is a predominantly Indian, Christian
private school, acts as the point of contrast. By reviewing the curriculum of the two schools in
question, and conducting interviews with recent graduates of various schools, I hope to discover
exactly what effect education has had on the participants’ cultural identities.
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Picture 1: Tselha standing in his cafe. He was a huge help throughout
my research and is owed much recognition.
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Introduction
Since its move to exile in 1959, the Tibetan government (now known as the Central
Tibetan Administration, CTA1) has been working fervently to preserve Tibetan culture. One of
their primary avenues for achieving their goal is through the cultural education that takes place
in their schools. While not yet fully implemented, the Basic Education Policy for Tibetans in
Exile which has been ratified by the Tibetan Parliament explicitly states that one of the
purposes of education “is to preserve and promote the unique wealth of Tibetan culture and
traditions” (Exile 2004). The most prominent school system catering to the Tibetan exile
population is the Tibetan Children’s Village (TCV)
While this paper does not claim that cultural preservation should not be a priority of
TCV, it is also necessary to closely examine the effects this cultural education has on the
students to which it is being taught. While there are studies which have examined the effect
education has on cultural identity2, there is not much specific to the Tibetan community. Due to
the precarious situation Tibetan culture is in, struggling to stay afloat in a foreign country while
in Tibet the People’s Republic of China (PRC) actively works to suppress notions of Tibetan
cultural identity, it’s paramount that the approaches to cultural preservation taken on by the
CTA are effective.
Any study observing cultural identity inevitably must label what is meant by cultural
identity. Fierlbeck defines identity as something that is “understood philosophically as a strong
sense of ‘selfhood’ that is worthy of respect.” (1996) In general, people feel more secure when
they find themselves in a cultural group that is clearly defined and relatable to that person
(Fierlbeck 1996). Yet, each person’s own conception of their cultural identity may be vastly
different from another’s. It’s important to keep in mind when looking at culture, identity, or
ethnicity, that it “is situationally relative and symbolically expressed.” (Poyer 1988)Therefore,
this study is not attempting to label one “Tibetan identity” and search for its presence among
recent graduates of the two schooling systems. Instead, the data taken from interviews will be
compared to extract prevailing trends among the two groups of participants, and from that the
effects the schools in question had will be deducted.

1

To avoid confusion, the governing body for Tibetans will be referred to as the CTA in the rest of this
study.
2
Hall & Ramirez, 1993; London, 1991; Molesky-Poz, 1993
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The remainder of this study can be divided into four distinct sections. Firstly, a rationale
for the methodological practices used is provided where the advantages and hindrances of
qualitative, interview based research is discussed. Secondly, historical context is given by briefly
summarizing education in pre-occupied Tibet and also the histories of the two schools being
reviewed. Thirdly, the schools are both reviewed by assessing the curriculum, demographics, and
teaching practices. This is done to provide the basis on which hypotheses will later be made
regarding the participants’ cultural identities. Although not all interviewees will be from these
two specific schools, they provide adequate examples of the two forms of education being
compared. Lastly, a summary and discussion of the interviews and the data extracted from them
will take place in which conclusions on the effects education has had on the participants’ cultural
identities will be made.

The Refugee Experience
Due to the nature of this study, it is necessary to first look at the refugee’s experience.
Those interviewed came from a broad range of family histories, some of which fled Tibet
themselves and still have family living in Tibet, and others are second generation Tibetans in
exile3. Regardless of which generation these Tibetans came from, they all face certain struggles
that are unique to the refugee that need to be examined before progressing with any study.
Nearly all Tibetan refugees who fled Tibet are a part of the “reactive-fate group” of
refugees, meaning that they fled after the sudden revolutionary changes implemented by the
Chinese (Kunz 1981). Although with each new wave of refugees fleeing over the border into
India, there come new beliefs and feelings with what is developing in Tibet, those interviewed
were all majority identified. This means that they identify with other Tibetans and see their
perspective as the “norm”. There were some interviewed who didn’t see themselves as “true”
Tibetans, but this was caused by a sensed distancing from Tibet and its culture, as opposed to an
alienation from other Tibetan individuals.
Many of the Tibetan youth living in McLeod Ganj today are first or second generation
exiles whose parents or grandparents fled from Tibet to India. Although at first this may lead
people to the conclusion that they are more settled and comfortable with their lives in exile,
“several studies indicate that problems occur frequently in second and third generation children
in response to stress4” (Eisenbruch 1988). Another worrying factor which applies to the group of
participants was those who fled as children or young adults. These refugees were uprooted from
their homes at an early age for the purpose of seeking out a better education and often did the
3

Their grandparents fled from Tibet
Nicol, A.R. 1974 "The Problems Faced by Young Immigrants", Practitioner. 213:329-334; Raman, A.C.
1960 "The Effect of Rapid Culture Change", World Mental Health. 12:152-163; Triseliotis, J. 1965
"Casework with Immigrants", British Journal of Psychiatric Social Work. 8:15-25.
4
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journey alone or without their families. This makes them especially vulnerable to cultural
bereavement which may be psychologically harmful to them because they lack the support
system of their family (Eisenbruch 1988). Both of these factors were kept in mind during the
interviews to ensure that no additional psychological or emotional harm was done to the
participants. Questions stayed away from potentially painful memories by focusing on the
participant’s time at school and perception of Tibetan culture, any deviation from these subjects
were due to the direction chosen by the participant.
A common trend among newly arrived refuges (first couple years of resettlement) is a
heightened motivation for survival. This will often manifest itself in aggressive and innovative
tactics in business and everyday life (Stein 1981). The huge success of the Tibetan carpet
industry in Nepal early on in the Tibetan diaspora can be seen as an example of this trend. It also
explains the reverence many of the participants had for newly arrived refugees whom the
participants considered the “real” Tibetans. They were often described as working very hard in
school and going on to be successful contributors to Tibetan society (working in the CTA was
often cited).
After the first couple years of resettlement, the original drive wears away and is replaced
by resignation (Stein 1981). By this point lives have been established in the host country and
hopes of returning dwindle. A day to day survival mentality sets in while hopes are placed on the
future generation success (Stein 1981). This can be seen in many Tibetan families now as
parents place an emphasis on education as the way their children may help free Tibet in the
future. Luckily for the Tibetan people, India is a self-sufficient host country as well as a
sanctuary society (Kunz 1981). This allows for Tibetans to practice and celebrate their culture
without persecution in India.
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Methodology

Rationale for Qualitative Data
There are numerous reasons researchers choose to approach a question qualitatively
rather than quantitatively. Qualitative research affords specific advantages, notably it allows the
researcher to peer into the “multiple realities” held by the various participants (Ambert, et al.
1995). I choose to rely on qualitative research methods because cultural identity is a complex
concept and a genuine understanding of each participants’ perception of their identity requires
in-depth interactions with them.
The idea of a single Tibetan cultural identity is being propagated by the CTA, TCV, and
greater Tibetan community. The problem with this notion of a hegemonic identity is that it does
not take into account the multiple realities present in group of people that are “constructed by
perceivers, and frequently acted on as if there were one objective reality.” (Bradley 1993) The
interview process provides a window into these realities, pursuing depth instead of breadth by
utilizing a smaller sample size and longer duration interactions (Ambert, et al. 1995). This is
why I chose to conduct a handful of long form interviews that ranged from thirty to ninety
minutes. Prior to the interviews, I compiled a list of questions to be used as an aid, however often
deviated from them as the interview took spontaneous turns.
Despite all of the advantages associated with qualitative research, there are also pitfalls.
Yet, if these are addressed before the study, they can be either avoided completely or mitigated.
Four major problems listed by Bradley which are often encountered in qualitative research are:
the researcher as interpreter; the emergent nature of qualitative research; understanding the
experience of others; and the trustworthiness of qualitative research (1993).
It is important to keep in mind when conducting any research, particularly qualitative
research, that there is no such thing as an objective researcher. Each person brings their own
“preunderstanding” into the research which then effects how they perceive new information.
Although the researcher’s own prejudices and biases will never be fully taken out of the research,
by taking the time to examine one’s own cultural history, they are taking the first crucial step
towards cultural awareness (Black 1974). A condensed version of this exercise is undergone later
on in this paper to address my own cultural history and how it may impact my hermeneutic
circle5.

5

"’Understanding’ is the knowledge and insight that the researcher develops during the research process.
That understanding then becomes preunderstanding for the next round of seeking new understanding, an
iterative process described as the ‘hermeneutic circle’ or ‘hermeneutic spiral.’" (Bradley 1993)
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Oftentimes in qualitative research, the study commences with only a vague question that
is attempting to be answered. This is because qualitative research is most commonly used for
discovery, unlike quantitative research which is used for verification (Ambert, et al. 1995). Due
to this, many practices are made “on the fly” as new understandings are made. As long as this
point is made in the beginning, the research doesn’t get bogged down in trying to make
connections too early on and eventually those connections to theory are made. With that said,
one unavoidable problem is that due to this emergent nature, it is unknown what will be
disclosed during an interview. This both places a potential risk on the participants and also calls
the informed consent into question (Liedtka 1992)
When a foreign researcher steps into a culture, they immediately begin placing their own
meaning onto the different symbols and phenomena they experience. This understanding they
develop is generally far different from the understanding of the indigenous people. By regarding
meaning as a subjective interpretation of symbols and phenomena, each unique meaning
participants give can be fully appreciated. The CTA and TCV view of cultural identity is an
excellent example of intersubjective meaning because it is shared by a group of people. Dangers
begin to arise with intersubjective meaning when it is seen as objective and forced upon those
who have different meanings. It is important to note that people generally assume their
subjective meaning is shared by the majority until something opposes their understanding
(Bradley 1993).
Validity is difficult to assert in qualitative research due the subjectivity of the data being
gathered. For example, a participant can’t be wrong when they are discussing their own
perceived cultural identity, even if it goes against the other identities present in that cultural
group. Despite this, there are numerous different means of enhancing the validity and reliability
of qualitative research which specifically pertain to the interview method. Solely by performing
this in depth analysis of the advantages and pitfalls of qualitative research, the credibility of the
study is increased by demonstrating an understanding of this field of research. Another method
of improving credibility is addressing personal biases early on in the study so that readers have
an understanding of not only the researched, but also the researcher. Lastly6, by using audio
recordings and transcripts, I am able to accurately cite interviews and provide detailed accounts
given by the participants.

For a far more detailed look into ways to enhance the validity and reliability of qualitative research,
Bradley, 1993 and Liedtka, 1992 are recommended.
6
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Interview Selection and Process

The interview method was chosen as the primary avenue of data collection during this
study. When looking for participants, graduates of Upper TCV and non-Tibetan private schools
were sought after who were roughly between the ages of 18 and 30. This was done because the
time outside of school provides the participants with the opportunity to reflect and give
perspective to their experiences. This often proved true when participants mentioned how they
had been foolish or unappreciative while in school. The time out in the “real world” also provides
an interesting insight into which direction the participants chose to take their lives, opinions,
and beliefs after leaving school. While the sample includes both men and women, no particular
effort has been taken to attain a certain number of either. Instead participants were chosen both
from willingness and from who my contacts found. I do not anticipate for this to become
problematic because other research in this field has indicated that both genders provide similar
responses (Bernabei 2001).
Participants for this study were chosen with the help of contacts made in Dharamsala
before arriving for research. My homestay brother, Tselha, was invaluable during this time as
connections I made through him thus provided me with additional connections; these
connections primarily made up the bulk of my interviews with graduates from Upper TCV.
Interviews with graduates from private schools were made through a variety of different contacts
although, in the end, finding a large sample size of this group proved problematic. These
techniques for gathering interviews provided for a wide range of participants who each took
their lives in very different upon graduating school.
The interviews were semi-structured conversations. Although there was an interview
protocol (see Appendix A), I allowed the conversation to flow naturally and only used the
protocol as an aid when the conversation lagged or went too far off course. The participants were
generally very comfortable with me and opened up quickly about what they felt was necessary to
share. I equate this openness to the similar age the participants and I shared, which provided the
initial common ground for further connections to be made. During the interviews, I made sure to
share my own personal experiences and answers to the questions as well. Despite the risk of
further including my own personal biases in the research by doing this, it also defused some of
the power dynamic inevitably established throughout the interviewer/interviewee relationship
(Liedtka 1992).
Throughout this paper, all participants’ names are pseudonyms. In the narrative portion
of this report and during the conclusion, assume all participant names are pseudonyms, even
though it will not be explicitly stated. True names of people who are not being interviewed, or
those being interviewed outside of the context of their cultural identity (CTA officials, teachers,
106

etc.) will be retained. This was done to protect identities and make the participants feel more at
ease with candidly sharing information with me. Also, I made a conscious effort to present
quotes from the interviews in their unedited form; only slight modifications were made to avoid
confusion. I choose to quote participants in this way to avoid any unconscious biases that may
occur with extensive edits and because I believe it gives the reader a better impression of the
emotions behind the words of the participants.

Personal Cultural Biases

The three largest biases I have that may act as hindrances are: my own perception of
what is Tibetan culture, which has been constructed through the images and products brought
to the West for the Free Tibet cause; my previous notion that education and religion should be
separated and that this belief was an objective fact; and my Western philosophy of identity. It is
my hope that by addressing these biases early on in the study their effects will at least be known
and mitigated, if not completely avoided.
Before I even knew what Tibet was, or the plight of its peoples, I was exposed to
merchandize online proclaiming “Free Tibet”. While I didn’t know who had taken away Tibet’s
freedom, my perception of what Tibet was already being molded by the images chosen for the
merchandise and the fact that supporting Tibet seemed to be the popular thing at the moment.
If I had left my early exposure to Tibet at that, merchandise catering to the West to support the
cause, I believe my current perception of Tibet would be more rooted in the idea that Tibet was
object and not the complex country, peoples, and cultures it really is. Luckily, in middle school,
likely spurred by the fact that advertising had made Tibet the fashionable thing, I choose to do a
report on Tibet. Despite the entire project being quite superficial in nature, what I did learn
radically changed my understanding of Tibet from a logo on a t-shirt to a country in peril. This
marked the true beginning of my own hermeneutic circle, when my original preunderstanding of
Tibet was challenged by a new understanding gained in my research.
My second cultural bias comes from my years in the American school system where
students are taught again and again about the founding fathers’ intention on keeping church
and state separate. After years of reiteration, along with the dangers associated when the two are
combined, I began to believe it an objective fact that church and state should never be combined.
This belief was only reinforced when I spent four months teaching in Uganda where the hasty
conversion of Ugandans to Christianity by some of the most fanatic, overzealous missionaries
within the religion led to a poorly planned and at times oppressive implementation of
Christianity into school curriculum. This, combined with the continued human rights violations
occurring in the country against homosexuals, created a stark image of what happens when
church and state do mix.
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My beliefs were not challenged until coming to Nepal and India to study. I understood
that Buddhism played a significant role in Tibetan culture, yet I did not realize the magnitude to
which Buddhism is integrated into the culture and language until studying the culture. While I
still have my reservations about including religion into schools7, I have at least accepted that my
original belief that separation of church and state was an objective fact is false.
Lastly, there is the bias I carry in believing in the existence of an individual identity and
that it has importance. Merely by choosing to study the individual’s identity, I am bringing my
Western bias into the research (Eisenbruch 1988). This bias is one which is impossible to avoid
since it is the very essence of the study, yet its effects can be lessened. The semi-structured
interview and open-ended questions used allows for the participant to take the conversation
whatever direction they choose, preventing me from leading them to unintended conclusions. I
have also augmented my understanding of the Buddhist philosophy of no-self through select
Buddhist texts8.
***

Picture 2: Tselha sitting behind his desk in the clothing store he worked at most days. This was also the location of
many interviews thanks to his hospitality.

7

There are those in the Tibetan community who are not Buddhist or have become disenfranchised with
Buddhist who then may feel marginalized when it is taught in schools.
8
What Makes You Not A Buddhist by Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse; What the Buddha Taught by:
Walpola Rahula; The Book on the Taboo Against Knowing Who You Are by Allen Watts
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Historical Context
Education in Pre-Occupied Tibet
Uncovering a true, unbiased history of pre-occupied Tibet is quite difficult. The two
main sources of information are the CTA and the PRC, both of which have a heavy stake in
public opinion. The result of this is an information tug-of-war between the two entities, with
documents from one citing and directly contradicting documents from the other. Because of this,
when looking into the history of pre-occupied Tibet, and especially the history of education
which is a politically charged and a powerful part of both sides’ strategies, it is important to
always keep in mind the audience being served. To combat this, I will try to draw information
from both sides, in addition to other outside sources.
The political structure in Tibet during the first half of the twentieth century resembled
that of feudal Europe, with large manorial estates and government holdings consisting of 62% of
Tibet’s arable land (Goldstein 1989). Serfs were tied to the land and forced to cultivate their
lord’s fields. In addition to this, they were obligated to pay taxes, provide extra labor during
specific times of the year, and provide pack horses along with supplies to travelling aristocrats
and government officials9 (Goldstein 1989). This societal organization afforded little time nor
necessity for the schooling of serf children, leaving education mainly for monks and aristocrats.
Although, even education for the upper class was minimal as explained by Goldstein: “since good
handwriting was a major requisite of government service, the basic education consisted mainly of
learning to write various Tibetan scripts properly” (1989, 7).
Despite an overall lack of schooling for lay people in Tibet prior to Chinese occupation,
there was a thriving monastic schooling system supported by the government. Estimates from
various sources place the number of monasteries and nunneries in Tibet somewhere between
2,000 and 6,000 (Education under China, 2014; Monastic Education, 2003). Yet, these only
provided an educaction to a narrow demographic of citizens, leaving the majority of Tibetans
without proper schooling. According to the Indian magazine Frontline, in 1951 only 2% of
school-age children were attending school (Ram 2000). Despite seemingly dismal facts
regarding education in pre-occupied Tibet, there had yet to be push for moderiziation. The
country operated effectively relying on the serf-estate relationship to selfgovern most of the
country with interference from the central government only when necessary; this relationship
9

Called a transportation corvée. This was one of the most difficult obligations required of serfs and also an
essential part of the central government’s administration. The major routes in Tibet were divided among
stations, each a half day’s walk away allowing serfs to travel to one and return in the same day. The
government issued travel permits which allowed the holder to demand pack horses (often hundreds) from
serfs to travel to the next station in addition to food and shelter. This system allowed the government to
travel and send goods across the country at no cost (Goldstein, 1989, 4).
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allowed for a government of only 400 to 500 lay and monk officals to adminster a country of one
million people and roughly the size of Western Europe (Goldstein 1989). It would take exile for
the Tibetan government to finally take the steps towards modernizing the education system.

Education in Exile

Before exile, there was little need for universal education because the status quo was
effectively maintaining the country. But, once in exile, it became apparent to those in the
government that a strong education system was one of the best tools available in gaining back
Tibet’s independence. Alongside gaining independence, education provided a means for the
cultural preservation of Tibet, another notion that never needed considering pre-occupation.
The original residential place
of the Dalai Lama in exile and the
seat of the Tibetan Government in
exile was Mussoorie in North India.
One of the first goals of the
government was to establish an
education system which would
plant the “seeds for future peace
and harmony in this world”
(Education, Foreword). In 1960,
the Governemnt of India founded
four schools to help achieve the aim
of cultural preservation for
Tibetans. Currently, 81 schools are
administered by the government of
India and CTA. In addiaiton to
these schools, there are
autonamous schools which work
closely with the CTA but
predominatly receive their funding
from elsewhere, notably, these
include the Tibetan Children’s
Village and Tibetan Homes
Foundation (Education, Foreword).
Picture 3: Hillside of McLeod Ganj, the home of the CTA and His
Holiness the Dalai Lama. Once a sparsely populated hill station, the
town is now crowded with Tibetans, Indians, and foreigners.
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Despite the slight differences
between the schools directly

supurvised by the Department of Eduction (DoE) and the autoumnus schools, the currciulum in
both are very much the same. This is because all schools are affiliated with the Central Board of
Secondary Education, which is the examination authority in India for government schools
(Phuntsok, 2014). This sets the basic curriculum for all schools seeking acrediation through the
board. Another unifying facotr among the Tibetan schools is the Basic Education Policy for
TIbetains in Exile. While not fully impemented in the systems other than Sambhota Tibetan
Schools Administration, attempts are being made by the other systems to allign curriculum with
this policy (Phuntsok, 2014).
Through this vast network of schools under the DoE’s supurvision, and the automous
schools, the CTA is able to effectively provide universal education to all Tibetans in exile. All
schools under this umbrella place a large emphasis on culture, but for the sake of uniformity only
students graduating from TCV, specifcally Upper Dharamsala TCV, are being interviewed.
Following is a breif history of the TCV and Sacred Heart, to provide a historical context and
illustrate their separate missions.

Tibetan Children’s Village

The TCV started off in 1960 as a nursery for exiled Tibetan children with no family in
India. Then called the Nursery for Tibetan Refugee Children, the nursery solely provided the
basic needs for the children and was run by His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s sister, Tsering Dolma
Takla. Upon reaching school age, the children were sent to other residential schools which had
been established by the Government of India. Eventually, these schools filled to capacity and an
alternative solution was needed. Responding to this need, the nursery expanded and built
classrooms and other facilities necessary to make the transformation into a school. By 1972,
TCV had expanded into a residential school, received accreditation under the Societies Act, and
became a member of SOS Kinderorf International (Historical Background n.d.).
While education was progressing in the state of Himachal Pradesh, the situation for
Tibetan in the more rural areas of India was bleak. Therefore, TCV began expanding to
locations outside of Himachal Pradesh. To both address the needs of Tibetans in far-flung areas
of India, and to alleviate overcrowding in the more populated areas such as Dharamsala,
additional schools were opened as the years went on. Today, TCV is a large organization schools
with locations throughout India which all serve the needs of Tibetan children in exile (Historical
Background n.d.).
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Sacred Heart Senior Secondary School

Founded and operated by the Sisters of Charity of Jesus and Mary, the school got its
humble beginnings after the sisters came to India following the Indo-Pak war of 1965. Military
officials asked the sisters to take control over the Garrison school, at that time a small primary
school in Yol. By 1967 the Primary Garrison School had 150 students and was renamed Sacred
Heart Garrison School. Eventually, the school became too large for its Yol campus and they had
to relocate to a space that could accommodate the large number of students. This is when the
school moved to its current location, between Dharamsala and Yol, in Sidhpur. Classes
commenced in Sidhpur in 1969 and since then the school and its reputation have rapidly grown
(About us n.d.).

Picture 4: Gate to Sacred Heart SSS. Once one passes through, the influence of Hinduism and Buddhism is replaced
by Christianity.
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What is Cultural Identity?
Identity is a complex concept which is always changing and developing in each
individual. The Tibetan is forced to operate within a context which has already been set for
them; this includes labels such as “refugee”, “stateless”, “foreigner”, and “minority”.
Additionally, participants in this study lived as the “others” in a foreign country where
distinctions were often made delineating between what is Tibetan and Indian. Each individual
Tibetan is forced to respond to these labels by forming their own identity, and the CTA has
attempted to aid this process by outlining what they perceive as the Tibetan identity. Yet, what
is perceived as culture and how that translates into identity is a subjective, case-by-case process
which is deeply personal. Some peoples choose to use culture as a means of maintaining
“otherness” (Poyer 1988) and others use culture as a means of highlighting similarities
(Saetersdal 1999). This section will examine how different peoples have utilized cultural symbols
in diverse ways to represent identity and also review one study which has looked specifically at
Tibetan identity (Kolås 1996).
The Sapwuahfik people are a part of the Caroline Islands and are situated between
Pohnpei (the Big Island) and the remainder of the island chain. In 1837 the island’s population
was effectively massacred by Western explorers and most of the culture was also lost with its
people; the island was then repopulated in 1840 by Pohnpei. Although little is known about
Sapwuahfik’s culture before the massacre, it is said that it had been unique from that of Pohnpei.
In many ways, the two islands are linked, such as tradition, language, and custom. Yet, when
asked about the relationship of the two islands, the Sapwuahfik choose seemingly minute details
about their two cultures to illustrate differences. The two main points of contrast chosen by
many Sapwuahfik people are the egalitarianism practiced on the island and their dismissal of
sorcery. Development of the idea of an “other” on Sapwuahfik illustrates how a population can
be transformed into a culture by placing themselves against an “other” (Poyer 1988).
Before exile, the “other” that Tibetans compared themselves to were other Tibetans 10
due to a lack of exposure to the rest of the world. Once, the first exiles began arriving in India
and the international spotlight fell upon them, they were soon forced to adjust their perception
of the other. Over time, the Tibetan culture presented to foreigners became a uniform concept;
whether this was done to more easily gain support for the single Tibetan cause (as opposed to
the cause of many different people) or as a response to a new, greater “other” is unknown.
Regardless, Tibetans in exile are another example of a population transforming into a culture.
The opposite case, one where two populations emphasize their similarities and morph
into one culture, is taking place in Tanzania with the Macondes. There are the indigenous
10

The three provinces of Tibet (U-Tsang, Kham, and Amdo) each have very unique traditions, customs,
and dialects.
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Tanzania Maconde who live on a high plateau on the Tanzanian side of the Ruvuma River, and
the Mozambiquan Maconde who originally come from a high plateau on Mozambique’s side of
the river, but were forced to flee during civil unrest. Despite their historical differences, the two
different groups are beginning to blend together due to a number of factors. The Mozambiquan
Maconde are wood carvers who have a specific style named after their work, but the Tanzanian
government labels the work “Tanzanian Maconde carvings” for the thriving tourist industry.
These artisans are also forced to create pieces for sale which appear “authentic” so that the
consumer may believe that piece was used in village life prior to purchase. This same dilemma
has been noted by Moran (2004) to affect Tibetan artisans selling their cultural pieces as well.
Currently, the two Maconde groups live in close proximity to one another in Tanzania. Due to
this, and pressures from outside, the two cultures are slowly merging into one, illustrating the
dynamic nature of culture and identity (Saetersdal 1999).
Ultimately, what these two different cases display is the complicated nature of identity
and culture. In exile, Tibetans are adapting their culture to their present situation and the needs
it will serve. Before the Chinese invasion, religious symbols, works of art, and teachings were
associated with the Buddha’s teachings, yet now in exile, faced against an even greater “other”,
these aspects of Buddhism have shifted to represent Tibetan culture (Kolås 1996). Within the
Tibetan community, significance of symbols, rituals, traditions, and customs will vary from
person to person. That is why one of my main objectives is to attempt an understanding of each
participant’s own reality of what it means for them to be a Tibetan.
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Curriculum and Framework of the Schools
In order to better understand the root causes for differences among the participants, the
two schools being studied were visited. While there, I spoke to officials and teachers and also
toured the campuses. For the TCV, I first spoke to Tsering Phuntsok, the Head of the Academic
Section of the DoE, to get a broad overview of the all the school systems under the umbrella of
the DoE. Later, when visiting the Upper Dharamsala TCV campus, I had a meeting with Sonam
Dolkar Samkhar, the director of the TCV system, to get a more detailed look into the workings
of the TCV. While at Sacred Heart, Sister Elsy, the vice principal, was interviewed along with
two teachers.
During my visits, I primarily focused on the areas of the school that had the greatest
impact on culture. These aspects included student demographic, religions taught, living
situations, and extracurricular opportunities provided to students. Because the schools have very
different missions, the comparisons made were not looking to judge which is better, but solely to
identify those differences.

Picture 5: Displays of Culture (counter-clockwise starting in upper left) [1] A Tibetan flag mural can be seen painted
on one of the classroom buildings by the sports field. [2] Opposite the flag mural, on the other side of the field, four
auspicious symbols have been painted on a building wall, a reminder to students and visitors of the influence
Buddhism has on the school. [3] One of the homes lined with flower pots. It is here that the younger students are
brought up in a family environment before moving onto hostel living in class 9. [4] A model of the Potala in Lhasa
overlooks the basketball court where students play.
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Tibetan Children’s Village
The TCV is widely renowned in the Tibetan community for its high quality of education
and mission to preserve Tibetan culture. Many of the students attending Upper TCV either have
parents still living in Tibet or are orphans. Demonstrating its need to do more than just educate
its students, the first three goals in the TCV mission is: “ parental care and love; develop a sound
understanding of Tibetan Identity and Culture; develop character and moral values” (Tibetan
Children's Village 2010). TCV achieves these goals through a multitude of ways.
From an early age to class 8, boarders live in group homes with about 30 other students.
Each home has foster parents who provide the necessary emotional support and guidance for the
students (Tibetan Children's Village 2010). While living in the homes, the students learn to do
everything on their own. Groups of students will do the cooking, while others clean and do
laundry (Samkhar 2014). By interacting with the foster parents and other students in the home,
students were able to learn about Tibetan culture, and also gain the skills necessary for
independence.
Back in the 80’s, long before the Basic Education Policy had been created, TCV had
switched over to Tibetan language medium for the juniors levels. Pre-primary classes are taught
exclusively in Tibetan and from class 1 onward English is taught as a subject. After the switch to
Tibetan medium instruction, TCV needed new teachers and textbooks and therefore they
developed a new Teacher Training Program and also founded the Education Development
Research Center to create Tibetan textbooks (Samkhar 2014). These initiatives demonstrate the
dedication TCV has to providing a quality education that also retains Tibetan culture.

Sacred Heart Senior Secondary School

Despite the fact that not all of the private school interviews came from graduates of
Sacred Heart, the school gives an idea of the curriculum differences found between TCV and
non-Tibetan private schools. Therefore, when comparing schools and the effects of curriculum
on students, Sacred Heart should be thought of as general comparison and not a definitive set
curriculum. Sacred Heart shared many similarities with the other private schools in question;
oftentimes Christian in nature, Tibetan was a minute part of the school population, and the
schools had far more to offer in the way of extracurricular activities than other schools.
Upon entering Sacred Heart’s campus, you are welcomed with open arms by a statue of
Jesus Christ. As you move through the campus, you are reminded that the influence of Tibetan
culture stops at the gate as images of Jesus fill the picture frames that are usually reserved for
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His Holiness the Dalai Lama. This Christian influence is displayed in the curriculum through the
subject of Moral Science which is taught by one of the Sisters. While the lessons taught are
“applicable to all faiths” (Elsy 2014), they draw heavily on Christian sources and incorporate
Christian texts and prayers.
Every morning begins with a school assembly where the students gather on the
basketball court. During the assembly, students say the student’s pledge, national anthem,
school song, and Morning Prayer. All of this heavily instruct an Indian, Christian identity, for
example the first line of the student’s pledge is “India is my country” (Sacred Heart Senior
Secondary School 2014, 6).
Sacred Heart is an English medium school, meaning that all instruction is in English.
Additionally, all conversation between students, teachers, and any other staff should
theoretically be in English, and any students caught breaking this rule are punished. This means
that there is no room for Tibetan while at school for the few Tibetans who attend. During
English class, some aspects of culture, Western and Indian, are incorporated into instruction;
one example of this is teaching about English Shakespearean culture while reading Shakespeare
Picture 6: Upon entering Sacred Heart's campus, you are greeted by an
open armed Jesus.
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(Puja and Ranjania 2014). Despite this, any incorporation of culture is geared toward the
majority of the students, who are Indian, which leaves out the Nepali and Tibetan minorities.
Although Sacred Heart’s primary curriculum is geared towards preparing students for
the I.C.S.E. (Indian Certificate of Secondary Education), any extra cultural or religious classes
do not align with the predominant Tibetan cultural identity. This, along with an Indian majority
student demographic, leaves the Tibetan student as the outsider in a foreign environment. The
inoculation of any notion of Tibetan identity and Buddhist practice rests solely on the student’s
family when he or she is home on break.

Picture 7: Both schools are very religious in nature and have buildings dedicated to their respective religions. TCV
has a Buddhist monastery (left) for students and staff to visit while Sacred Heart has a Christian shrine (right) on
campus.
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The Interviews
After11 hugging my homestay parents goodbye and watching the dust of Kathmandu fade
away in the rear windshield, I was able to turn my sights on India and the research I was about
to embark on. The journey from Kathmandu, Nepal to Dharamsala, India was an arduous four
day adventure involving 46 hours of buses, a hectic night-time border crossing, and a brief stay
in India’s crowded capital, Delhi. Upon arriving in Dharamsala, I was fatigued, but ready to
tackle my research head on, I just had to find some people to interview…

Picture 8: Songmo (left) and I talking in her bakery located across the hall from Tselha's clothing store. She was
another helpful person in finding participants and a source of advice throughout my research.

11

In order to save space, only three interviews are represented in this section. They are described to give
an example of how the interviews went and provide a space for extended quotes.
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Tashi

After two days of rest, settling in, and planning, I headed into the traffic clogged main
square of McLeod Ganj which I had become familiar with during my first visit weeks prior. The
destination in mind was my Dharamsala homestay brother’s store with the hope that he may
know some potential participants for my study. Walking into the pink and blue, basement level,
women’s clothing store, I was greeted by my brother and his co-worker Tashi. After the usual
pleasantries and a promise to visit his café later to see him and his friends, I explained my study
to Tselha and inquired as to if he knew anyone that fit the description. A grin stretched across
his face as he pointed to Tashi and indicated that he’d be perfect.
In standard Tibetan modesty, Tashi lurched back at the suggestion and began explaining
why he’d be no good: he was born in India and was therefore not a “true” Tibetan, there were
students who attended Upper TCV who came directly from Tibet that would be far better; he
wasn’t even good at Tibetan laungage, he shouldn’t be interviewed about Tibetan culture. Yet,
after some reassurances, he agreed to talk with me and answer my questions. At this time, my
nerves were probably higher than his as I was about to plunge into my first one-on-one
interview; I felt unprepared and anxious, but conceded that the only way to improve was to
practice.
Kicking off the interview, I began getting to know Tashi by asking some basic
information about his background, but before I got far, the conversation already veered towards
more thoughtful discourse. While telling me his name and age, without prompting he added:
And I’m unemployed.
“But you’re working here”, I reply, referencing the empty clothing store we’re sitting in.
“Yeah, but I don’t think I’m doing some, like, very productive thing, for the people of my
home, I’m just doing for myself,” he stated, with a tinge of regret in his voice.
So you consider that unemployed?
Yes, I’m usually not into the business kind of thing, because business makes people more
greedy all the time. That’s not my kind of thing. I really want to be some social worker. I
want to spread the information I’ve heard.
He further went on to discuss a Facebook group he created to help provide job
information to those seeking employment and claimed the page has over 2,000 followers. With
these opening remarks, the tone for the remainder of the interview was set. Tashi expressed a
deep regret for not valuing the education provided to him at TCV. He most regretted his lack of
effort put into Tibetan language.
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Honestly at that time, it come to a relief when we leave my Tibetan language after class
12. It was really hard for me, I’m not good at Tibetan. Because we use the words that
don’t exist in books, those words don’t really exist in the books12. English is easy, English
is everywhere. I’m not good in Tibetan.
So one day, no more Tibetan, in college or work, so I feel a little relief at that time. But
today I feel silly, I regret it. Because our culture is main. I always tell my friends, if you
get the chance, learn Tibetan, learn music or dance. We’re going to give to our kids, our
coming generation. Our families have given something to us. They really want us to be
educated and do something on our own. They’ve taught us so much about Tibet. In the
house there is a prayer [room] and mom does all the rituals. I’m getting scared, really,
when I am a parent, what am I going to do in the future? What will I tell my kids? I’ve
only heard stories.
Here Tashi both explains why his interests weren’t in Tibetan classes, and also shares his
fears of the future. He recognizes that his knowledge of Tibetan culture is small and he won’t
know enough to pass on to his children. It seems that these fears represent the success of the
schooling he received by instilling cultural values. While he did not appreciate these values
during his time in school, the seeds were planted and as Tashi grew and saw more of the effects
exile has had on Tibetan culture, he began a personal quest for preservation. Although some may
attribute his lack of attention in school to youthful ignorance, I believe another factor lies at
fault: a flaw in the TCV’s curriculum.
This pitfall has been closely examined by Heidi Swank. The teaching of Tibetan in
schools has been geared towards cultural preservation and not as a useful tool for later success in
life. By creating this idea that Tibetan is a “dead language” that needs to be preserved, it
inadvertently decreases students’ interest in the subject (Swank n.d.). Not only
counterproductive to the goal of cultural preservation, this approach is also false as Tibetan
plays a huge role in many Tibetans’ lives after graduation. The most salient example can be
found at the CTA, one of the largest employers of Tibetan exiles. It was there, at the CTA that
Tashi discovered his own personal connection with Tibetan:
Five years back. I was trying to admit into the CTA, taking a job exam. I went there and
give my exam, I was two or three points short. So when the results came out, out of 16
students, only 4 were selected. That time I ran to the chart and checked the marks.
Among those who failed, 11 was failing Tibetan, and we all passed the English. I was like
‘what?’’, I was embarrassed I couldn’t pass Tibetan. The others were cracking jokes,
‘we’ll pass next’.
At that time I realized, we’re applying for a job in our own exile government and we
don’t know the language itself, so it’s really embarrassing for me. I think it’s really
12

Referencing Tibetan slang
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important. I told my friends we should afford more Tibetan. English you can go
everywhere to learn, so you have to give more time to Tibetan.
Like many youths, Tashi had a problem contextualizing his education experience in real
world terms. “After twelfth [class] I joined computers (vocational schooling) and I said, oh
education is important, but how, I didn’t get it … So I had no idea what education means.” It
didn’t become evident to Tashi until he found himself outside of the school environment that
there was a personal importance of what had been taught.
In school, surrounded by fellow Tibetan students and Tibetan teachers, his culture was
not at risk to him. The TCV faculty were the guardians of culture so that he could shrug off the
lessons and play with friends. Upon entering the work force, where interactions with Indians and
foreigners became far more frequent, he realized that now it was his own responsibility to
protect his culture and identity. He has taken on this role much in the way prescribed by the
CTA. When asked about being Tibetan, he described his parents, their daily prayers and koras,
and the simple lives they live. Supporting Tibet and going to Tibetan functions is also important
in his eyes; these are much the qualities many perceive as those of a “good citizen”. Yet, when it
comes to his own Tibetanness, hesitations arise, “if someone asked me if I was a real Tibetan, I
might have a little doubt, like I was raised in India, I know every culture of Indian doing but I
know less of what we’re doing.” For Tashi, the most respectable Tibetans are the “real”
Tibetans, those who fled from Tibet. At school they were the students he looked up to because
they were hard working and very smart; now as an adult the admiration still resonates when he
speaks of newly arrived refugees from Tibet and was insistent in the beginning of our interview
that those were the Tibetans I wanted to be talking to.
As we wrapped up our conservation, I took the last few sips of the chai Tselha had
brought in for us. Through the course of the interview, Tashi had gone from shy and reluctant
to give importance to his opinions, to passionate about what he held in esteem and the need to
share it with others. Walking down the hill I had climbed that morning, I reflected on Tashi’s
words. Despite describing himself as quite an apathetic student, now his words were filled with
emotion as he declared the importance of valuing his own language and culture. I wondered
whether this stemmed from his education at TCV or another, unknown source, knowing that
only with more interviews could I find the answer.

Tsering

By now I had been in Dharamsala for a week with not much luck finding private school
graduates to interview. The first weekend after arriving I was hit by a powerful cold which took
my voice and further impeded my fieldwork progress. I began to worry whether I’d find any
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graduates of private school in McLeod Ganj as many people I asked said only now are Tibetans
opting to send their kids there instead of TCV. It was with these shortcomings that I came to
Tsering’s beauty salon riding on my hope that she would be my gateway to finding private school
interviews to act as my point of comparison in this study.
I found her salon just off the main square in McLeod Ganj and passed through the
hanging beads which served as the doorway. The salon was in the basement of the building and
as I descended the last steps, all eyes were on me. Immediately after my feet hit the floor, the
woman behind the desk across the room blurted, “woman only! We don’t do men’s hair!” In an
attempt to sooth her unease, I impulsively responded, “no, no, I’m not here for hair, I’m a
researcher and I was told I could find Tsering here.” With this, the woman’s face transformed
from that of startle to mistrust and confusion, the unavoidable emotions when a strange
foreigner walks into your business asking for you by name.
From the change of emotion, I could tell I was talking to Tsering and began explaining
as much as possible to defuse the awkward situation. After showing her what I was working on,
and assuring her that no real names would be used, she became friendlier with me. She agreed to
have a conversation with me and we decided on the following day at the café above her salon.
***
I met Tsering on the café’s balcony the next day for our interview. Now at ease, she was
very upbeat and social, already explaining how much she loved to talk. Every so often her son,
now in Class 2 at the TCV Day School, would wander up from her salon, demanding a treat or
drink from his mother. While she was always stern with her responses, fending him off at each
interruption, I could tell she cared immensely for him. Her decision to move from Delhi to
Dharamsala was partly based on her son’s education:
I wanted to send my son to a Tibetan school, which I didn’t get to go. He goes to class 2
in the day school. In two more years or so he’ll go to Upper TCV, then I’m planning on
sending him to an English school.
Tsering believes it to be paramount for her son’s upbringing that he is taught about his
Tibetan heritage at an early age. Despite a love for the private school she attended, she also
wants her son to experience Tibetan culture, which she had missed out on. In this way, she
understands the importance of a strong sense of Tibetan identity: “I wanted him to know where
he belongs. Because actually we are Tibetans, so I wanted him to know his language, how to read
and write, and his religion.”
Although Tsering said she always felt at home in her school, her father began to worry
for her Tibetan identity. There was a time he thought she was being alienated at her school for
being Tibetan and not given the opportunity to learn about her laungage, religion, and culture.
To counteract this, her dad began sending her to see a monk during her vacation times. This was
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his way of making up for the lost education but Tsering doesn’t believe it helped her much; when
asked how she liked the classes, she said, “those were the things forced to us. That’s why I don’t
remember any of it, since it was forced. When you do something willingly, you remember it your
whole life.” Even today, Tsering admits to being very weak with Buddhism, although she still
identifies herself as a Buddhist. She remembers the Christian hymns she would sing while at
school best because she enjoyed going with her friends and singing.
.From talking about the hymns and prayers at school, we moved onto discussing the
extracurricular opportunities provided at her school. Her eyes radiated joy as she recounted all
the different sports and activities in which she participated. It became evident that these
opportunities were some of the main reasons why she truly loved her school:
That is the advantage I see compared to the TCV. Especially the day scholars, they don’t
have much. I don’t know why, I still have to figure out. I want my son to take part in
these things. So that’s the difference I found, there aren’t many options there. Nowadays
there’s even roller-skating, we had debates and contests. We also had plays and musicals,
small skits.
A reoccurring theme with day scholars at TCV are their limited afterschool
opportunities. Both due to logistic problems with transportation back home afterwards and the
school’s preference to the boarders, day scholars really had limited chances to join teams and
clubs. Tsering noticed this with her son and cites the lack of opportunities as a reason for why he
will eventually be moved to a private school as well. The value Tsering places on extracurricular
activities has been absent in my discussions with TCV graduates and it appears that she has
adopted this ideal from her private school.
Throughout the interview, I also noticed other subtle differences between Tsering and
many of the other participants. While she wanted her son to get a proper Tibetan education
while he was young, she also saw the importance in sending him to a private school where he
would receive a more worldly perspective. She cited sports and participating in other school
groups as her greatest memory, while almost no TCV students made similar comments. When
describing meeting her husband’s parents, she admitted to trying to “act Tibetan” to better fit
in.
I wanted them to have a good impression of me, not that I don’t know about Tibetan
culture or religion. For a while I acted Tibetan, I know some proper Tibetan, some
prayer, some chanting, some cooking. Tibetan women are very into household chores. In
my school, we didn’t do anything, because the parents were billed for everything. After
school, they used to force me to do it, because I never had to at school. So, after marriage
I had to learn all that. I didn’t know but acted Tibetan myself.
After only an hour of talking with Tsering, I had noticed these different personality
traits and values not typically found in the Tibetan community. She explained her reluctance to
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take Tibetan language classes now because those teaching and other Tibetan would be very
judgmental of her. Though she had a very different education than most and developed different
interests because of that, she still stood by her Tibetan heritage all the same, supporting her
community and instilling her son with a Tibetan identity.

Lhamo

For weeks, Tselha had
eluded to a girl he knew who he
believed would provide me with an
insightful interview. She wasn’t
around now because she was
looking for a job in Delhi, but I was
promised she’d be coming back
soon. At this point I had been
finding plenty of interviews so I
placed her on the backburner of my
mind. Then, one day I visited my
brother in his shop, planning to
have some tea with him and chat,
and I found another friend already
there. Tselha introduced the girl as
Lhamo and explained that she was
the one who had been in Delhi. She
insisted that she wasn’t very strong
in Buddhism but was eager to share
her experiences in school.
***
Lhamo came from the
northeastern part of India, in a tribal Picture 9: The waterfall, a short walk up the hill from McLeod Ganj.
Many participants cited this area as a place they would go with
area which bordered Tibet. Like so
friends back when they were children.
many Tibetans early on, her parents
expected Tibet to gain a quick independence and settled down on the border because they
wanted the return trip to be easy. Sadly, the years turned into decades and Lhamo’s family found
themselves settled in a tribal region of India which was not friendly to the Tibetan refugees.
Lhamo studied at an Indian government school for the first four years of school, and then
transferred to the local CSTA for two years before making the move to Upper TCV for 6th
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standard. While at the Indian school, her and the other Tibetans faced discrimination and
racism; they would be given the worst books and oftentimes slurs such as “Refugees Leave”
would be scrawled on the blackboard.
Needless to say the standard of education Lhamo received from the government school
was inadequate and after her move to the CSTA School the standard barely improved. When she
did get the opportunity to transfer to the Upper TCV School, Lhamo had many insecurities.
My village is really remote so we had hype about TCV, like they are sooo intelligent.
Before I reached here I was in panic mode because I wouldn’t be as good … My first year
in TCV I was like really scared that I’d fail because it was drilled into my mind that TCV
students were the best. So right after school I’d come back and study, that’s all I’d do
first year. I didn’t even make any friends, I’d just come home and study.
Because of these insecurities, Lhamo was incredibly shy during the first couple years at
TCV. Tibetans in her village placed TCV at the pinnacle of successful students so when she
discovered she was going to Upper TCV, the largest TCV School, she was flooded with
insecurities. This was compounded by the fact that she was quite weak in Tibetan.
We had a village dialect which is totally different from what we speak here [Dharamsala].
My parents insisted we speak U-Tsang dialect when we were at home, but then it was
difficult because all my friends spoke Hindi and I went to a Hindi school. So Tibetan was
a really difficult subject [for] me. And when I shifted to the Tibetan school there, the
standard was really bad. Again, at that time, we had a very good Tibetan teacher, but not
much stress was on language, there was more stress on religion and history.
Lhamo’s combined fear of being academically inferior and poor in Tibetan prevented her
from opening up in TCV for a long time. It wasn’t until she went from being a day scholar to a
boarder that she began to open up and truly feel at home at TCV.
While Lhamo was a day scholar, she faced the same problem many others did, a lack of
extracurricular opportunities. Clubs, sports, and music were all restricted for her due to the
logistics of staying late at school. “I don’t think any day scholars know how to play musical
instrument or anything because we didn’t have time. There was no pickup after school so we’d
have to walk, so most would just come home.” This means that Lhamo missed out on a part of
childhood that was essential for some. Those who did have the opportunity to play sports or join
another group that had a team mentality reflect on their time with joy and often cite it as one of
the most influential parts of their school life.
Additionally, the lack of extracurricular opportunity prevented students like Lhamo from
learning instruments. As Lhamo remembers, “we had music class as well, but I never got to
touch the instruments.” Curious, I asked “why not?”
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Because there were only like ten instruments, and all the boarders or staff children, they
know how to play because they stay back during the winter vacation. So they play the
instruments and we would have to play pretend instruments.
Lhamo missed out on a learning musical instruments, something that is both personally
rewarding and also aids in the preservation of Tibetan culture because the school didn’t provide
her with the opportunity. This is a reoccurring complaint of TCV day scholars and seems to be
one of the biggest flaws in their mission of cultural preservation.
Despite this, TCV does do a good job of instilling pride in its students. Lhamo grew up in
tribal India where she was treated as a second class citizen. The only stories she would hear
about Tibet were from her parents and she only was able to speak Tibetan at home. Overall the
situation for Tibetans was bad:
My main issue at Indian school was that we Tibetans were treated as refugees … So we
were always made to feel like we were lesser than them. We had it bad there. Then I went
to CSTA and it was a little better but not much stress was put on being a Tibetan. Then
I came to TCV and they taught to be proud to be Tibetan and maybe we have something
other nationalities don’t have. And you could just feel it, like everyone was proud to be
Tibetan. It made me feel good about myself. So being proud of being a Tibetan, TCV
gave me that.
If Lhamo had stayed in her village and never travelled to Dharamsala to study, her only
source of Tibetan pride would be her parents. Thankfully TCV showed her that Tibetans were
more than just refugees. In her statement above, she illustrates the success that TCV has had in
their mission of cultural education and pride.
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Conclusion
Tibetans in exile grow up being taught by others what it means to be a Tibetan. This
education comes from numerous different sources: their families; their community; their
government; and their schools. Most of these sources wish to preserve Tibetan culture, keeping
it akin to what it was before occupation. It is up to the individual to decide how much traditional
culture they retain, what foreign influences they let in, and what changes they wish to make.
The broad range of internal and external sources contributing to the formation of an individual’s
identity was displayed through the participants of this study. Despite the array of sources, this
study attempts to examine the effect of one particle source: education.
Difficulties emerge when attempting to assign a reason for different aspects of a person’s
identity. To avoid wrong conclusions, the trends discussed below are based on direct connections
made by the participant to schooling. Some more broad trends are connected to schooling by
other sources and others are trends which transcend schooling. Overall, only trends which I
believe to have a sound explanation are discussed13.

Picture 10: Poster found within TCV. Instead of using some of the easily available materials made in the
West for Western audiences, TCV choose this one which depicts Himalayan children in traditional dress
playing.

13

For a brief overview of the findings, see Appendix D.
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Lack of Extracurricular Activities

While the two populations I choose to study are private school graduates and
TCV graduates, a sub-category also exists. Within the TCV sample, some were day scholars
while others were boarders. Their time in the classroom was the same and therefore I felt it was
safe to leave them in the same category, but their “home lives” were very different. Those
boarding at TCV at a young age would live in a house with other TCV students and foster
parents. Once they were in class 9, students moved into hostel living where they lived with the
direct supervision of adults. Boarders lived on campus and spent all their time, excluding
holidays, at TCV. The day scholars would commute each day to school and then return home
when the day was done. A bus would pick them up in the morning to take them to school and
drop them back off in McLeod Ganj.
One trend and a major complaint of many was the lack of extracurricular activities,
especially sports, for day scholars. Sports were offered, but they were geared towards the
boarders and those day scholars who choose to participate would have to find their own way
home, which often meant walking the road through the forest alone. Therefore, extracurricular
activities were restricted to mainly just boarders. Those who attended private schools did not
encounter this problem because their schools had more funding to provide greater opportunities
and they were all boarders. These differences were explained by Tsering (2014):
We had different kinds of games, everything. Basketball, table tennis, badminton, I was
never into swimming because I was afraid of water. Even field events we had, I was a
short distance runner, we had javelin, and discus throw. We had so many extracurricular
activities. That is the advantage I see compared to the TCV. Especially the day scholars,
they don’t have much.
Another limitation was on music. Many participants talked about how they didn’t have
the opportunity to play an instrument. Namgyal, while reflecting on his regrets about TCV,
discussed this, “Yeah, maybe I should’ve learned more music instruments. Back then it was a
little hard, because the other students doing instruments have been doing for a long time, so
they’re very good” (2014). Yet again, the students were restricted from learning these
instruments because they either didn’t get involved soon enough, or didn’t have the time.
Instead, in music class those who didn’t know had to pretend to play the instrument, as opposed
to actually learning the instrument, because they instruments were reserved for those who
already knew how to play them (Lhamo 2014).
All of those I talked to who were day scholars did not participate in any extracurricular
activities, most cited lack of transportation and lack of opportunity as their reason. The result
129

was that they all missed out on the experiences that come with extracurricular activities. Those
who had the opportunity would say that sports was one of their favorite parts about school
(Kelsang 2014; Tsering 2014). Being a part of a team plays a large role in many students’ lives
and aids in developing attributes such as working with others, motivation, and selflessness.
Although a clear lacking of any of these traits did not manifest itself in the interviews, there may
still be an effect on the particpants. This is one area of TCV that is lacking and a specific
population of their students are being negleccted. An effort by TCV to pull day scholars into the
extracurricualr activities could lead to a greater feeling of community within the school.

On Being Tibetan

When asked what it means to be Tibetan, there were two predominant responses. One
was that being Tibetan and being a Buddhist were one in the same and they could not be
separated. The other, was that Tibetan language was the best indicator of what it means to be
Tibetan. I believe these dominant beliefs stem from the importance placed on these two aspects
of Tibetan culture by the CTA and TCV.
Students in TCV would have daily prayers and religion classes which stress Buddhism
and His Holiness the Dalai Lama is unarguably the largest figure in the Tibetan community.
From this, some of the participants were led to associate Buddhism and His Holiness the Dalai
Lama as the leaders of Tibetan culture. When discussing those who don’t act Tibetan, Dolma
(2014) would talk about any Tibetans who went against the teachings of His Holiness the Dalai
Lama. Yet, to others, Buddhism only played a role when in a Buddhist community:
Religion is very important, especially if you know where you’re going to be living. If
you’re staying with other Tibetans, it’d be nice to know the religion, you feel like you’re
in the group, included. If you’re abroad or in the Indian community, it doesn’t really
matter. (Tsering 2014)
From this mentality, being Tibetan becomes a club that you can choose to belong to by
following the teachings of Buddhism and His Holiness the Dalai Lama. This can provide security
for some, which can be especially positive when coping with the loss associated with exile
(Eisenbruch 1988), while exclude others who are Tibetan yet do not follow Buddhism.
The other major group was those who identified language as the predominant aspect of
Tibetan culture. Participants from both sample groups identified with this idea, demonstrating
its universality among Tibetans. Again, I believe a major factor in the frequency of this trend is
the efforts by the CTA and TCV in reinforcing the idea that Tibetan language must be
preserved. For Tenzin, “language comes first, and then our religion ... Language and Buddhism
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are the two most important to tell people” (2014). Many of the other participants shared these
sentiments and from them I observed two different results.
Some of the participants then went on to explain how proud they were for knowing how
to write, speak, and/or read Tibetan. These participants took a large amount of joy from this
knowledge which translated into pride and confidence in who they were. The other half felt
ashamed for a perceived lack of knowledge of their own language. After explaining how he didn’t
get a job in the CTA because he failed the Tibetan part of the examination, Tashi said, “At that
time I realized, we’re applying for a job in our own exile government and we don’t know the
language itself, so it’s really embarrassed for me. So I think it’s really important” (2014). For
those like Tashi, they carry an insecurity with them for not knowing their own language, despite
also finding it the most important aspect of Tibetan culture.

Lack of Appreciation

Within the group of TCV graduates, there were many who did not appreciate the
cultural education that TCV provided. Either language, history, or learning about specific
cultural aspects bored them and they choose to not focus; like Dolma, who didn’t enjoy Tibetan,
“The teacher would say, if you don’t have interest, just don’t disturb others. So I would always
sleep during Tibetan” (2014). Although at the time these classes may have bored them, they
lacked the foresight to see the future implications.
They allowed themselves to discard the cultural education TCV provided because of two
things. First, I believe much of it is youthful ignorance. They couldn’t see how this was helping
them in the present and so they shrugged it off, not thinking that in the future they may wish to
know these things. Second, TCV students lived a sheltered life between their families, their
community, and their school. Always being surrounded by Tibetan culture and people working
to preserve it, they never thought about a time when they would need to protect it. This is an
unavoidable side-effect of TCV, which does a good job surrounding their students with Tibetan
culture, yet it also creates a false paradise which the students inevitably need to leave. When
students leave and realize that they missed out on the opportunity to learn about their culture,
they often feel regret, like Tashi who articulated the progression:
Honestly at that time, it come to a relief when we leave my Tibetan language after class
12. It was really hard for me, I’m not good at Tibetan … I’m not good in Tibetan. So one
day, no more Tibetan, in college so I feel a little relief at that time. But today I feel silly at
that time, I regret it. Because our culture is main (2014).
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As is evident from the above passage, Tashi now feels a deep regret for what he missed
out on. This has persisted with him since graduation and he now spends much of his time
learning about and spreading Tibetan culture. His entire interview was filled with both regret
for how he spent his time at TCV and a desire to explain to me the importance of Tibetan
culture. Similarly, Namgyal and Dolma (2014) also expressed a regret for how they had spent
their time at TCV. In Dolma, this regret did not create a desire to compensate for that lack of
knowledge, instead she accepts and learns what she can from her husband, “I have no other
knowledge of Tibetan culture. I was not interested in school. My husband is very different from
me, every free time he watches His Holiness the Dalai Lama talks or goes to the library to read
dharma books” (Dolma 2014).
Their lack of interest stemmed from youthful ignorance and a false security that their
culture would also be there which was created by their environment. Another possible factor is
the idea some have that TCV’s efforts of preserving language are actually making students
disinterested because Tibetan is portrayed as a “dead” language (Swank n.d.). This did not
happen in all the participants, some of which were also grateful of what TCV had to offer, but
these participants will be discussed later on. Additionally, those who went to private school
experienced the opposite effect from their environment.

Identity Hyper-Awareness

Unlike the participants who attended TCV, those who went to private school found
themselves in a much different situation. While they did not all attended Sacred Heart, the
schools were very similar; they were either Indian or Nepali majority, English medium, and were
heavily rooted in Christianity. This is a stark contrast to the environment most Tibetans in exile
find themselves in and goes against the CTA and TCV idea of Tibetan culture. Because of their
environments, Lobsang, Tsering, and Kelsang all became hyper-aware of their lack of Tibetan
education. Lobsang would often reference all that he missed out on and blame it on his parents.
Tibetan student in Tibetan school, they are praying to god. And I ask, why I’m not going
to Tibetan school. I tell my whole family, ‘it’s your mistake, not mine, you send me to
English school’. They put in Private school, and I ask my mom every time she call, ‘why
you put me here’ and she say ‘you learn English good’. Yeah okay, I learn English, in
Tibetan school also I learn English. And I thought that when I go to Tibetan school, we
are Tibetan and students talk to each other in Tibetan. So in English school I lost my
Tibetan. (Lobsang 2014)
Lobsang was constantly aware of what he was missing out on and felt ashamed because of
it. He wanted to be able to write his name in Tibetan when asked, yet he only received English
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instruction at school. Kelsang experienced similar sentiments, mentioning how he would be
reminded of his poor Tibetan at home, and then return to school only to speak English (Kelsang
2014). Being constantly confronted with the other, along with the pressures from the Tibetan
community to preserve culture, placed a weight on the shoulders of those who attended private
school to both fit in with those they went to school with, while also retaining their cultural
identity as Tibetans.
The result of this hyper-awareness in school translated to compensations later on in life.
Lobsang and Tsering both felt the effects of growing up as an “outsider” while identifying with a
group that put so much focus on “insider” knowledge. For Lobsang, this meant going on to study
Tibetan Buddhism and language in college. He responded to his lack of cultural education in
secondary school by overcompensating in college. Yet, when discussing what he is leaning, pride
resonates in his voice when he says he can speak and write in Tibetan and knows the history of
Buddhism (Lobsang 2014). For Lobsang, reclaiming his Tibetan heritage in his 20’s has been
one of his proudest achievements.
Like the other two, Tsering was also acutely aware of the differences in education she
was receiving compared to most of her Tibetan peers. This became a worry of hers when she
found her future husband and had to meet his parents. She knew there were certain expectations
Tibetan families had of other Tibetans, knowledge of Tibetan language, cooking, and customs,
and she knew she had yet to learn many of these things. “For me, getting to know his family, I
want them to have a good impression of me. Not that I don’t know Tibetan or about religion. So
for a while I acted Tibetan, I know some proper Tibetan, some prayer, some chanting, some
cooking” (Tsering 2014). From her insecurities stemming from the education she received at a
private school compared to TCV, Tsering felt like for a time, she was acting Tibetan, instead of
being Tibetan. This both shows the power and security growing up in a community of similar
people can bring, and also the exclusive nature of the Tibetan community to Tibetans who don’t
fit within the community’s idea of what it means to be Tibetan.

Tibetan Pride

Some participants who attended TCV transferred from other schools throughout India,
some affiliated with the CTA and others being Indian government schools. Unlike those who
grew up within the TCV school system, these students had first been exposed to other schooling
environments before finding themselves at TCV. Those within this group tended to be
incredibly grateful to TCV for instilling a sense of Tibetan pride in them, which was lacking in
the other schools they had attended.
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This pride comes from a purposeful structuring of curriculum and environment by TCV.
As shown above in picture 5, TCV works to proudly display its Tibetan heritage throughout the
campus. For people like Lhamo, who came from a tribal area of India where Tibetans were
treated as second class citizens, the effects were profound. She used to be given the worst school
materials and faced racial slurs from the tribal people and Indians. Additionally, the community
would repress the Tibetans outside of school as well, which she believes was an effort to retard
the success the Tibetan community had experienced in the area (Lhamo 2014). For people like
Lhamo and Tenzin, who both transferred from other schools, the gratitude to TCV was
apparent.
I feel blessed that I studied there. The facilities, the opportunities, the teachers are so
humble. Overall, everything was perfect and they showed us the good of being Tibetan.
I’m Tibetan and I’m proud of it. Although we don’t have very good opportunity because
we are refugee, I am very proud of being Tibetan. (Tenzin 2014)
The effect TCV had on these students was life changing for them. They left TCV with a
pride for their Tibetan heritage and learnt that there was no reason to be ashamed of it. They
now hold their heritage dear to them and enjoy sharing with others what it means to them to be
a Tibetan. Additionally, the pride in who they are gives them confidence in their future
endeavors and also helps combat many of the negative effects that come with being a refugee,
especially when dealing with loss. These participants exemplify the mission of TCV to preserve
Tibetan culture and instill Tibetan pride in the community.
***
From this research, many trends emerged within the two groups. Those who attended
private school all had at least one story of feeling like an outsider in school or back in their
community, yet they were also grateful for the opportunities they had. The effects the TCV had
on participants were varied, they demonstrated the effectiveness the TCV has in some aspects
and also its pitfalls. Throughout all of my interviews, the participants identified themselves as
Tibetan, despite their many differences. This shows that there is not one Tibetan identity and
attempts to create one alienate some from that group. Yet, having a strong community is one of
the best coping mechanisms for those living in exile. Therefore, from this research it’s important
to identify the struggles encountered by those from both groups and work to mitigate them.
These are the first steps in creating a better experience for all Tibetans living in exile.
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Appendixes

Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol

Each interview began with myself explaining to the participant the nature of my study;
this was done with the aid of the informational handout (See Appendix B). This was followed by
an explanation of the nature of the questions, many of which are quite existential and difficult
for one to answer in their native tongue, let alone a foreign language. Assurance was given that
any kind of truthful answer was invaluable to my study in hopes of alleviating some pressures the
participant may have been feeling.
Interview Questions:
1) Basic background information:
a. What is your name?
b. What is your age?
c. Where were you born (town and region)?
d. What is your religion?
e. When did your family first come to India and how?
f. What are your parents’ professions?
g. When did you graduate secondary school?
h. What is your profession now?
Time at School:
2) Looking back on your time as a student in the TCV/Sacred Heart, did you enjoy _____
(Math, Science, History, etc.)? Why? Which were your least favorite subject? Why?
3) Did you also participate in _____ (random extracurricular activity; sports, dance, choir,
etc.)? How did you get involved? Are they still a part of your life?
4) After school, what would you do with your free time?
5) Was _____ (Tibetan history, language, tradition, calligraphy, cooking, etc.) taught
during school? If so, further details (how often, who taught it, in what language). If not,
do you think you missed out on something important?
6) Which aspects of your TCV/Sacred Heart schooling are you most grateful for and why?
7) Which aspects of your TCV/Sacred Heart schooling do you regret or wish had been
different and why?
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Culture and Identity:
8) Do you ______ (practice kora every day, read dharma books…which, have monks or nuns
come to your house for puja)?
9) Do you keep any Buddhist philosophies in mind when you go through your day? Which
ones? Why are these the ones you choose to keep in mind?
10) Do you know, or have you heard of, any Tibetans (maybe living overseas who have come
to visit) who don't act like Tibetans? If yes, what does "acting like a Tibetan" mean?
Please give an example.
11) Which aspects of Tibetan culture play the biggest role in your life?
12) How much time each day do you spend _____ (with your family, doing prayer or kora,
working)? Do you wish you had more time for something else? What?
13) How do you think you would be different if you went to a Tibetan/Indian school?
14) Do you hope to get ______ (a better house, family, better job, become a monk/nun, etc.) in
the future? What do you hope for most right now?
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Appendix B: Informed Consent and Study Information

Informed Consent and Study Information

By agreeing to participate in this study, you agree to have the information you give
during this interview used in the study. If at any time (during or after the interview) you change
your mind, or become uncomfortable, you are free to revoke your consent. Your name shall never
be disclosed and instead a pseudonym (fake name) will be used. If you wish to review the final
written study before it is published, you may ask to do so. Information gathered during this
study may be used in later studies, but your identity will never be disclosed. It is important to
restate that if at any time you decide you wish to no longer participate in this study, you are free
to end your involvement.

This study looks at the effects an education system with cultural education and
preservation as one of its stated primary objectives has on the formation of cultural identity in
students. For this, two schools will be used, the Upper Dharamsala Tibetan Children’s Village
(Upper TCV) represents the school in which Tibetan culture and language are instilled, and the
Sacred Heart Senior Secondary School (SHSSS), which is a predominantly Indian, Christian
private school, acts as the point of contrast. This study looks to see if there is a connection
between education and the student’s identity and evaluate the impact this has on the student.
I will ask you a series of questions about your time in school, and how you perceive your
culture and identity today. Many of the questions that will be asked may be difficult to answer, it
is important to remember that there is no wrong or bad answer. If there is any question you feel
uncomfortable in answering, we may skip it and move on to the next. This interview will be
audio recorded, this is to free me from taking notes during the interview; no one but me will
have access to the audio recording and once the interview is transcribed it will be destroyed.

If you agree to the disclaimer above and wish to participate in this study, we may proceed
with the interview.
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Appendix C: Participants

Pseudonym

Sex

Age

Education

Occupation

Birthplace

Upper TCV
Tashi

Male

30

Vocational

Shop Keeper

Dharamsala

Namgyal

Male

31

Secondary
School

Land Lord

Dharamsala

Pema

Female

22

Undergraduate
(in progress)

Student

Almora

Lhamo

Female

29

Masters (in
progress)

Student

Arunachal
Pradesh

Dolma

Female

32

Secondary
School

Housewife

Dharamsala

Tenzin

Female

28

Undergraduate

Exports

Shimla

Dorji

Male

30

Diploma

Business

Dharamsala

Choedup

Male

20

Vocational

Mechanic

Dharamsala

Private
Schools
Tsering

Female

30

Secondary
School

Beauty Salon

Delhi

Lobsang

Male

26

Undergraduate
(in progress)

Student

Kathmandu

Kelsang

Male

27

Undergraduate

Business

Dharamsala
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Appendix D: Trends Overview

Problems with transport. If students want
to play extracurricular sports or club they
need to walk home alone through the
“jungle”. This discouraged many kids and
not enough funding didn’t allow for a late
bus.

Probable Cause

Tashi,
Namgyal,
Dolma

TCV: Tashi,
Namgyal,
Pema,
Lhamo

Positive
Cases

Tenzin
Boarders:
Dorji
Private
School:
Tsering,
Lobsang,
Tenzin
Kelsang

Negative
Cases

May cause an insecurity with their
Tibetaness (Lhamo) or cause the
graduate to overcompensate what they
feel they missed out on (Lobsang).

Many now feel regret for not having
valued what they had. So make up for
this by trying to learn more in their adult
life, others have accepted it and
continue with their daily routine.

Implication on Identity

TCV day students never
participated in sports or clubs,
while all private school kids
participated in clubs or sports

They lived a sheltered life between their
families and schools where culture was
prominent in both places. Only after
school, living on their own, did they realize
it was their responsibility to preserve their
culture.

Lobsang,
Tsering,
Kelsang

Explanation

While attending school, students
didn’t assign importance to
learning about their culture and
language.

They attended schools which were
majority Indian/Nepali, Christian, and
English medium. All of these contrast with
what they are taught is “Tibetan” and
therefore fear what they may be lacking.

Dolma,
Lhamo,
Choedup

Trend

The students were constantly
reminded that they were the
others in the group. Because of
this later on in life they coped in
different ways.

Daily prayers and religion classes in school
created this importance of religion for the
graduates.

People from both sides believed
that speaking Tibetan is the
largest indicator of someone
being Tibetan

The emphasis placed on language in
schools, but also by the CTA and HHDL has
caused Tibetans to place a high value on
language.

Lhamo,
Dolma,
Tenzin

Dorji, Tashi,
Namgyal,
Tenzin

Either these people were proud of their
ability to speak, write, and/or read in
Tibetan, or they felt insecure about their
inability.

(2) TCV students don’t
appreciate their
cultural education
while in school

(5) Speaking Tibetan is
the largest indicator of
“Tibetaness”
(universal)

The TCV has culture and tradition
embedded within their entire curriculum.
This is one of the main goals of the TCV.

Team sports helps build many qualities
in children. The lack of an opportunity to
participate in group based activities may
have inhibited the development of these
qualities in the TCV day scholars.

(3) Private school
students became
hyper-aware of their
identity.

When asked what it means to be a
Tibetan, these people placed the
highest value on religion or
following the Dalai Lama.

(1) Lack of
Extracurricular at TCV
day scholars vs private
schools and boarders

(4) Being Tibetan
means following HHDL
or Buddhism

Creates the idea that being Tibetan
means belonging to a certain club. It
both provides security by giving the
participants a large group to identify
with by also excludes those who don’t
follow the religion.

(6) TCV taught their
students to be proud
of their identity.

Students leave TCV with a pride of who
they are. This gives them confidence in
their future endeavors and helps
combat many of the negative sideeffects that follow refugees.
Lhamo,
Namgyal,
Choedup

Because this was found from both samples,
the root of this sentiment could come from
the Tibetan community.

It demonstrates a connection felt with
other Tibetans and the rest of humanity.
By wanting to spend their time helping
others instead of themselves, they
illustrated their selflessness.

Students coming from other
places to TCV were deeply
touched with the pride TCV has
for being Tibetan. Oftentimes was
the first time they experienced
this.
There was a trend among many
different participants to want to
help Tibetans later on in life.
(7) Desire to help
others later on in life.
(universal)

Tashi,
Lobsang,
Tenzin,
Tsering
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Suggestions for Future Research
Firstly, I think it is important for another researcher to repeat this study. This is necessary
to ensure validity and also fix some of the flaws. The foremost shortcoming of my study is the
lack of private school graduates in my sample. A study which repeated my methods but had a
larger sample of this group would greatly improve the validity of these findings.
Throughout the course of my study, other interesting trends came to light which could not
be further investigated due to the scope of the study. A dark topic which was brought up by
multiple participants is corporal punishment and corruption at the TCV. Some discussed how
they were beat when they attended the TCV while others talked about recent incidents, despite
the alleged ending of corporal punishment. Another claim was that only the staff’s students were
those who received scholarships to continue their studies in Europe or America. I believe it
would help the students of the TCV and also the TCV itself if someone looked into these claims.
There was also a common trend among participants to revere those Tibetans who had come
directly from Tibet. A certain perception of them was prevalent that included beliefs that they
were hardworking, honest, more grateful, and overall more Tibetan than the Tibetans born in
India. It would prove an interesting study for someone to look into where these perceptions came
from and how they affect the interaction between Tibetans born in exile and new arrivals.
Lastly, every participant had a story of a Tibetan they knew who decided to shed their
Tibetan identity for one reason or another. A study should be done which looks into the motives
different Tibetans have for trading their Tibetan identity for another. This would encompass
both Tibetans living in Nepal and India, and also those who went abroad, as I had heard stories
of both choosing to no longer identify with Tibetans.
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